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The present invention is concerned with the de- 
composition of nitrogen oxides and their catalytic re- 
duction to nitrogen. 

Nitrogen oxides are a series of gases having the 
general formula NO x , and include nitric oxide (NO), ni- 
trogen dioxide (NOJ, and various complex oxides 
such as nitrogen tetroxide. These reactive gases 
form in varying amounts during virtually all combus- 
tion of fuel in the presence of air, and particularly dur- 
ing high-temperature combustion. The combustion 
that occurs in internal combustion engines, incinera- 
tors, coal or oil f ired power plants and the like is a sig- 
nificant source. Other sources are industrial, such as 
processes for making nitric acid or for forming nitrates 
or nitro groups. Nitrogen oxides are highly reactive, 
and through reactions with hydrocarbons and the like 
form a complex variety of air pollutants referred to as 
photochemical oxidants. Thus, reduction or elimina- 
tion of nitrogen oxide emission into the atmosphere 
is an important aspect of air pollution control. 

Typical reactions Involved in the decomposition 
of nitrogen oxides are exemplified by the following re- 
actions, in which the nitrogen oxides are represented 
by nitric oxide: 

(a) decomposition of nitric oxide directly to.nitro- 
gen and oxygen. 

2NO-*N 2 + 0 2 

(b) reduction of nitric oxide in the presence of a 
reducing agent but in the absence of oxygen. 

4 NO + CH 4 2 N 2 + C0 2 +2 H 2 0 

(c) reduction of nitric oxide in the presence of a 
reducing agent and oxygen. 

2 NO + CH 4 + 0 2 N 2 + C0 2 + 2 H a O 
These reactions are catalyzed in the prior art by 
precious-metal catalysts, for example, platinum. 
These catalysts are rare and expensive, given the 
widespread need for pollution control through NO x de- 
composition. To encourage a more widespread use of 
nitrogen-oxide-decomposition technology, with its re- 
sulting benefits to air quality, a decomposition cata- 
lyst which uses smaller amounts of metals, or uses 
less expensive metals, would be particularly advan- 
tageous. A further advantage would be realized by 
providing a catalyst that would maximize conversion 
to nitrogen and minimize formation of N 2 0. 

According to the present invention there is provid- 
ed a process for low-temperature decomposition of 
nitrogen oxides, which comprises contacting one or 
more nitrogen oxide, at a temperature of from 100°C 
to 450°C, with one or more metal oxide selected from 
first-row transition metal oxides, silver oxide and lan- 
thanide oxides, supported on a carbonaceous adsor- 
bent having a multimodal pore-size distribution and 
macropores ranging from 5 x 10- 9 to 1 x 1 0-*m (50 to 
100,000 Angstrom units) in average critical dimen- 
sion. 



Typically, in the process of the present invention 
metal-doped carbonaceous adsorbents are used as 
catalysts for decomposing nitrogen oxides to nitrogen 
and oxygen, and for reducing nitrogen oxides to nitro- 

5 gen in reactions with reducing agents such as carbon 
monoxide or hydrocarbons. 

In one embodiment of the present invention the 
carbonaceous adsorbent is made by partial pyrolysis 
of a macroporous synthetic polymer. 

10 The supports, useful in the process of the present 

invention, may be made by partially pyrolyzing syn- 
thetic, macroporous copolymer particles containing 
macropores ranging from 5 x 10 -9 to 1 x lu-^m (50 to 
100.000 Angstrom units) in average critical dimen- 

15 sion. The supports preferably have at least 85% by 
weight carbon and a carbon-to-hydrogen atom ratio of 
from 1 .5:1 to 20:1 . More preferred supports are those 
prepared by partial pyrolysis of synthetic polymer par- 
ticles in the presence of one or more sulfonic acid 

20 groups or salts thereof as a carbon-fixing moiety. 

The supports, useful in the process of the present 
invention, may be prepared by methods known to 
those skilled in the art, such as that described in Nee- 
ly, US-A-4,040,990, or Maroldo et al., US-A- 

25 4,839,331 . These methods involve partial pyrolysis of 
synthetic copolymer particles until they have at least 
85% by weight carbon and a carbon-to-hydrogen 
atom ratio of from 1.5:1 to 20:1. 

The metal dopants useful in the process of the 

so present invention are first-row transition metal ox- 
ides, silver oxide and lanthanide metal oxides. The 
first-row transition metals are scandium (Sc), titanium 
(Ti), vanadium (V), chromium (Cr), manganese (Mn), 
iron (Fe), cobalt (Co), nickel (Ni), copper (Cu) and zinc 

35 (Zn), and the lanthanide metals are cerium (Ce), prae- 
seodymium (Pr), neodymium (Nd), promethium (Pm), 
samarium (Sm), europium (Eu), gadolinium (Gd), ter- 
bium (Tb), dysprosium (Dy), holmium (Ho), erbium 
(Er), thulium (Tm), ytterbium (Yb) and lutetium (Lu). 

40 The preferred metal dopants depend upon the partic- 
ular nitrogen oxide reaction to be catalyzed: for de- 
composition of nitrogen oxides to N 2 and 0 2 , and the 
reduction of nitrogen oxides to N 2 in the absence of 
oxygen (reactions "a" and "b" above), the preferred 

45 metal dopant(s) is/are selected from cerium oxides, 
copper oxides and mixed cerium and copper oxides, 
and more preferably is/are selected from cerium ox- 
ides and mixed cerium and copper oxides, while for 
the reduction of nitrogen oxides to N 2 in the presence 

so of oxygen (reaction "c" above), the preferred metal 
dopant(s) is/are selected from cobalt and manganese 
oxides. 

One method of introducing a metal dopant to the 
adsorbent is to adsorb an aqueous solution of a salt 
55 of the metal dopant onto the adsorbent, evaporate the 
water, and heat the adsorbent to a temperature high 
enough to decompose the dopant metal salt to the do- 
pant metal oxide. Nitrate salts are advantageously 
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used in this method, and the decomposition temper- 
ature is selected high enough to decompose the ni- 
trate to the oxide, but not so high as to cause signif- 
icant decomposition of the adsorbent. The decompo- 
sition preferably is carried out in an inert atmosphere, 5 
for example, in a nitrogen atmosphere. Under those 
conditions, the temperature selected is preferably 
from about 250°C to about 450°C, and more prefer- 
ably from about 300°C to about 400°C. At the higher 
temperatures, the decomposition time is preferably 10 
limited to limit the amount of adsorbent decomposi- 
tion; this is not normally a problem at temperatures 
below about 375°C in inert atmospheres. Other salts 
of the dopant metals will readily be apparent to those 
skilled in the art, as will other methods of introducing 15 
the metal dopants to the adsorbent 

The maximum amount of metal dopant(s) on the 
supports which the present invention contemplates is 
that amount which would completely fill the micropore 
volume of the support One having ordinary skill in the 20 
art would thus readily understand the maximum 
amount of metal dopant(s), that could be applied to 
the support, from the volume and density of the metal 
oxides. A preferred range of weights of the metal ox- 
ide(s) on the support is from 1 .5 mg/g to 30 mg/g. At 25 
levels significantly below 1.5 mg/g, one may not be 
able to distinguish the catalytic activity of the metal(s) 
from that of the carbonaceous support. 

Although the catalytic decomposition of nitrogen 
oxides according to the present invention will occur in 30 
the absence of a reducing agent, a preferred embodi- 
ment of the invention is to carry out the decomposi- 
tion in the presence of a stoichiometric excess of a 
gaseous reducing agent. The gaseous reducing 
agents useful in the process of the present invention 35 
are gases at the temperature used to contact the ni- 
trogen oxide(s) with the metal-doped adsorbent. They 
include: hydrocarbons, for example, linear and 
branched aliphatic hydrocarbons such as methane, 
ethane, ethylene, propanes, propylenes, hexanes, 40 
hexenes, cyclohexanes, octanes, octenes, cyclooc- 
tanes and the like, and substituted or unsubstituted 
aromatic hydrocarbons such as benzene, toluene, xy- 
lenes, naphthalenes and the like; and carbon monox- 
ide. Preferred hydrocarbon reducing agents are those 45 
having relatively low mammalian toxicity. 

The process of the present invention comprises 
contacting one or more nitrogen oxides, e.g. a gas 
containing one or more nitrogen oxide, with the metal- 
doped carbonaceous adsorbent at a temperature of 50 
from 100°C to 450°C, preferably from 120°C to 
200°C, and preferably in the presence of a gaseous 
reducing agent. 

It is believed that one of the contributing factors 
in the high conversion to nitrogen, and the cone- 55 
sponding low levels of N a O produced, is a decompo- 
sition of N 2 0 to nitrogen by the process of the present 
invention. 



The following Examples are presented to illus- 
trate various embodiments of the present invention. 
All reagents used are of good commercial quality un- 
less otherwise indicated, and all percentages and ra- 
tios given herein are by weight unless otherwise indi- 
cated. 

The adsorbent supports labelled "R" used in the 
following Examples were prepared according to Mar- 
oldo ef a/., US-A-4,839,331. Beads of macroporous 
styrene-divinylbenzene copolymer were sulfonated 
by heating them in oleum, partially pyrolyzing the re- 
sulting beads at 800°C, and treating the beads with 
steam at 800°C, to prepare a macroporous adsorbent 
having a microporosity of about 0.490 cm 3 /g, a meso- 
porosity of about 0.135 cm 3 /g, and a macroporosity of 
aboutO.307 cm 3 /g. The particle diameter of the adsor- 
bent support R, by sieve analysis, is from about 1 50 
um to about 355 um. 

The adsorbent supports labeled "K" were pre- 
pared by partial pyrolysis of beads of pitch; the sup- 
ports had a typical microporosity of about 0.570 
cmVg, a mesoporosity of about 0.021 crr^/g, and a 
macroporosity of about 0.009 cm 3 /g. The size of the 
adsorbent support K, by sieve analysis, is from about 
212 urn to about 500 um. 

The charcoal adsorbent support used was Baker 
food-grade, powdered, activated charcoal. 

EXAMPLE 1 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through the reduction of nitrogen oxides 
by a carbonaceous adsorbent doped with copper ox- 
ide and cerium oxide in the presence of hexane. 

Aqueous solutions of copper nitrate 
(Cu(N0 3 ) 2 -6H 2 0) and cerium ammonium nitrate 
((NH 4 ) 2 Ce(N0 3 ) 6 ) were prepared, and a 2.0-g sample 
of adsorbent "R" was mixed with amounts of the sol- 
utions containing 0.10 g copper calculated as CuO 
and 0.02 g cerium calculated as Ce0 2 . The adsorbent 
sample was dried overnight in a vacuum at 180°C, 
then distributed over about 12 cm of a horizontal, 1 0- 
mm-diameter, Pyrex reaction tube and covered with 
giass beads. A flow of nitrogen gas was established, 
and the adsorbent sample was heated to 350°C and 
held at that temperature for 12 hours. The tempera- 
ture of the adsorbent was decreased to 200°C and a 
flow of nitrogen gas, saturated with hexane vapor by 
bubbling it through hexane at room temperature, was 
established through the reaction tube at 2.0 ml/min. 
The hexane content of the nitrogen gas was approx-" 
imately 10,000 parts per million (ppm) for the first 60 
hours. Nitric oxide (NO), at a level of 1 5,000 ppm, was 
introduced to the nitrogen gas passing through the re- 
action tube, and the gas exiting from the reaction 
tube was analyzed by gas chromatography to deter- 
mine its composition. After six hours, about 46% of 
the NO was being converted to nitrogen, and about 
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5% of the NO was converted to N 2 0. After 32 hours, 
about 35% of the NO was being converted to nitro- 
gen, and about 5% to N 2 0, and after 60 hours, about 
35% of the NO was being converted to nitrogen and 
about 8% to N 2 0. 

After 60 hours, the nitrogen feed was replaced 
with an air feed carrying approximately the same con- 
centration of hexane (10,000 ppm). The NO level was 
reduced to about 2500- 3000 ppm. After an additional 
60 hours, 90% of the NO in the air was being convert- 
ed to nitrogen, and about 10% to N 2 0. Under these 
conditions, more than 99% of the hexane was also be- 
ing converted to carbon dioxide. 

The temperature of the reactor was reduced to 
170°C and maintained, and the air feed carrying NO 
and hexane was continued at the same levels for 25 
more hours. Under these conditions 85% of the NO 
was being converted to nitrogen, and 15% to N 2 0. 
Conversion of hexane to carbon dioxide remained at 
99%. 

The temperature was again reduced, to 140°C 
and maintained for 40 hours; 80% of the NO was con- 
verted to nitrogen and 20% to N z O; conversion of hex- 
ane to carbon dioxide decreased to 75%. 

The temperature was reduced to 130°C and 
maintained for 20 hours; no NO was observed in the 
exiting gas, but the level of N 2 0 increased to about 
25% and the level of unreacted hexane increased to 
about 30%. 

The' temperature was reduced to 120°C and 
maintained for 20 hours. The level of unreduced NO 
rose to 40%, with 35% being reduced to N 2 0 and 25% 
to nitrogen. 

At this point the temperature was increased to 
165°C and maintained for 20 hours. During the first 
few hours reactants were observed to desorb from 
the adsorbent, but after 20 hours 82% of the NO was 
being reduced to nitrogen and 18% to N 2 0. 

EXAMPLE 2 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through the reduction of nitric oxide by 
a carbonaceous adsorbent doped with copper and ce- 
rium in the presence of carbon monoxide. 

The metal-doped adsorbent catalyst was pre- 
pared and activated as in Example 1, and the reaction 
apparatus was as described in Example 1. In place of 
the hexane, carbon monoxide was mixed with the 2- 
ml/minute nitrogen flow entering the reaction tube at 
a level of about 100,000 ppm, and NO was added to 
the entering gas at a level of 20,000 to 30,000 ppm. 
The temperature was held at 1 80°C forsix hours, then 
lowered to 1 60°C and maintained for 50 hours. During 
this time 85% of the NO was being reduced to nitro- 
gen, and 15% to N 2 0. The temperature was lowered 
to 140°C and maintained for 20 hours; 27% of the NO 
was being reduced to nitrogen and about 40% toN 2 0, 



and adsorption of the reagents onto the adsorbent 
catalyst was observed. The temperature was in- 
creased to 185°C and maintained for 100 hours; 99% 
of the NO was being reduced to nitrogen and 1% to 
5 N 2 0. 

EXAMPLE 3 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 

10 ent invention through the reduction of nitric oxide by 
a carbonaceous adsorbent doped with copper oxide 
and cerium oxide in the presence of hexane. The ce- 
rium doping level was higher in this Example. 

A 2.0-gram sample of adsorbent "R" was doped 

15 with 5% CuO and 5% Ce0 2 and activated, as descri- 
bed in Example 1. The apparatus was essentially the 
same as that described in Example 1. A flow of air, 
carrying 7,000 to 10,000 ppm NO and 10,000 ppm 
hexane, was established at 1 .0 ml/minute through the 

20 reaction tube. The tube was heated to 170°C and 
maintained for 25 hours; during this time 87.6% of the 
NO was being reduced to nitrogen and 12.4% to N 2 0. 
The temperature was lowered to 160°C and main- 
tained for 50 hours; 92% of the NO was being reduced 

25 to nitrogen and 8% to N 2 0. During the first 50 hours 
almost 100% of the hexane was converted to C0 2 , 
and after 75 hours about 83% of the hexane was con- 
verted to C0 2 . 

At the end of the 75th hour, the temperature was 

30 raised to 180°C and maintained for 45 hours; about 
93% of the NO was being reduced to nitrogen, about 
7% to N 2 0, and about 50% of the hexane was being 
converted to C0 2 . At the lower temperatures, adsorp- 
tion of reactants by the adsorbent catalyst was again 

35 observed. 

EXAMPLE 4 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
40 ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on a dif- 
ferent, doped adsorbent catalyst, where the dopant 
was copper oxide and cerium oxide, in the presence 
of hexane. 

A 2.0-gram sample of adsorbent "K" was doped 
45 with 5% CuO and 1% Ce0 2 as described for the ad- 
sorbent in Example 1. The apparatus used was es- 
sentially the same as that used in Example 1. A flow 
of air carrying 20.000 ppm NO and 10,000 ppm hex- 
ane was established at 1 ml/minute. After 50 hours at 
so 180°C, 94.6% of the NO was being reduced to nitro- 
gen, and 5.4% to N 2 0. The temperature was raised to 
190°C and maintained for 20 hours; 96.2% of the NO 
was converted to nitrogen and 3.8% to N 2 0. Conver- 
sion of hexane to carbon dioxide was 100% for the 
55 first 25 hours, 91 % at the end of the 1 80°C period (50 
hours), and 76% at the end of the 190°C period. 
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EXAMPLE 5 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
adsorbent catalyst doped with copper oxide alone, in 
the presence of carbon monoxide. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R" was doped with 
5% CuO as described in Example 1. The apparatus 
used was essentially the same as that used in Exam- 
ple 1. Nitrogen at 1 ml/minute carried about 40,000 
ppm NO and about 170,000 ppm CO. After 50 hours 
at 180°C, 79% of the NO was reduced to nitrogen and 
21% to N 2 0; 54% of the CO was oxidized to CO a . 

EXAMPLE 6 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
adsorbent catalyst doped with cerium oxide alone, in 
the presence of hexane. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R" was doped with 
5% Ce0 2 as described in Example 1. The apparatus 
used was essentially the same as that used in Exam- 
ple 1. Nitrogen at 1 ml/minute carried about 30,000 
ppm NO and about 7,000 ppm hexane. After 50 hours 
at 180°C, 42% of the NO was reduced to nitrogen and 
5.9% to N 2 0; the hexane was converted completely 
to CO and C0 2 . 

EXAMPLE 7 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
adsorbent doped with copper oxide alone, in the ab- 
sence of a gaseous reducing agent. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R* was doped with 
5% CuO as described in Example 1. The apparatus 
used was essentially the same as that used in Exam- 
ple 1. Nitrogen at 1.5 ml/minute carried about 45,000 
ppm NO. After 25 hours at 180°C, 36.5% of the NO 
was reduced to nitrogen and 14.5% to N 2 0. No cata- 
lyst weight loss was observed during this reaction. 

EXAMPLE 8 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
adsorbent doped with cerium oxide alone, in the ab- 
sence of a gaseous reducing agent. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R" was doped with 
5% CeO z as described in Example 1. The apparatus 
used was essentially the same as that used in Exam- 
ple 1. Nitrogen at 1.5 ml/minute carried about 10,000 
ppm NO. After 25 hours at 180°C, about 93% of the 
NO was reduced to nitrogen and about 3.8% to N 2 0. 
No catalyst weight loss was observed during this re- 
action. 



EXAMPLE 9 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
5 adsorbent doped with nickel, in the presence of car- 
bon monoxide. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R" was doped with 
5% NiO as described in Example 1 ; aqueous nickel ni- 
trate solution was used to dope the adsorbent. The 
10 apparatus used was essentially the same as that 
used in Example 1. Nitrogen at 1 ml/minute carried 
about 30,000 ppm NO and about 200,000 ppm CO. 
After 50 hours at 1 90°C, 22% of the NO was reduced 
to nitrogen and 70% to N 2 0. 

15 

EXAMPLE 10 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
20 adsorbent doped with manganese, in the presence of 
hexane. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R" was doped with 
5% MnO as described in Example 1; aqueous man- 
ganese nitrate solution was used to dope the adsor- 

25 bent. The apparatus used was essentially the same 
as that used in Example 1. Air at 1 ml/minute carried 
about 1 5,000 ppm NO and about 1 0,000 ppm hexane. 
After 25 hours at 180°C, 93.6% of the NO was re- 
duced to nitrogen and 6.4% to N z O. Conversion of 

30 hexane to carbon dioxide exceeded 99.9%. After an 
additional 50 hours at 190°C, 91.4% of the NO was 
reduced to nitrogen and 8.6% to N 2 0. Conversion of 
hexane to CO and C0 2 was about 99.8%. 

35 EXAMPLE 11 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
adsorbent doped with silver, in the presence of car- 

40 bon monoxide. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R" was doped with 
5% Ag 2 0 as described in Example 1; aqueous silver 
nitrate solution was used to dope the adsorbent The 
apparatus used was essentially the same as that 

45 used in Example 1. Nitrogen at 1 ml/minute carried 
about 10,000 ppm NO and about 100,000 ppm CO. 
After 25 hours at 180°C, 25.9% of the NO was re- 
duced to nitrogen and only traces of N 2 0 were ob- 
served. 

50 

EXAMPLE 12 

This Example illustrates the process of the pres- 
ent invention through reduction of nitric oxide on an 
55 adsorbent doped with cobalt, in the presence of hex- 
ane. 

A 2.0-g sample of adsorbent "R" was doped with 
5% CoO as described in Example 1; aqueous cobalt 
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nitrate solution was used to dope the adsorbent. The 
apparatus used was essentially the same as that 
used in Example 1 . Air at 1 ml/minute carried about 
15,000 ppm NO and about 10,000 ppm hexane. After 
25 hours at 1 80°C. 93% of the NO was reduced to ni- 
trogen and 7% to N 2 0. Conversion of hexane to car- 
bon dioxide exceeded 99.9%. At 50 hours at 180°C, 
93.7% of the NO was reduced to nitrogen and 6.3% 
to N 2 0. Conversion of hexane to CO and C0 2 exceed- 
ed 99.9%. 



Claims 

1. A process for low-temperature decomposition of 
nitrogen oxides, which comprises contacting one 
or more nitrogen oxide, at a temperature of from 
100°C to 450°C with one or more metal oxide se- 
lected from first-row transition metal oxides, sil- 
ver oxide and lanthanide oxides, supported on a 
carbonaceous adsorbent having a multimodal 
pore-size distribution and macropores ranging 
from 5 x 10- 9 to 1 x 10-*m (50 to 100,000 Ang- 
strom units) in average critical dimension. 

2. A process as claimed in claim 1, wherein the car- 
bonaceous adsorbent is made by partial pyrolysis 
of a macroporous synthetic polymer. 

3. A process as claimed in claim 1 or claim 2. where- 
in the nitrogen oxide(s) is/are contacted with the 
metal oxide(s) in the presence of a stoichiometric 
excess of a gaseous reducing agent, preferably a 
hydrocarbon or carbon monoxide. 

4. A process as claimed in any preceding claim, 
wherein the temperature at which the nitrogen 
oxide(s) contact(s) the metal oxide(s) is from 
120°C to 200°C. 

5. A process as claimed in any preceding claim, 
wherein the process is carried out in the absence 
of oxygen. 

6. A process as claimed in claim 5, wherein the met- 
al oxide(s) is/are selected from oxides of cerium, 
oxides of copper and mixed oxides of cerium and 
copper. 

7. A process as claimed in any of claims 1 to 4, 
wherein the process is carried out in the presence 
of oxygen. 

8. A process as claimed in claim 7, wherein the met- 
al oxide(s) is/are selected from cobalt and man- 
ganese oxides. 

9. A process as claimed in any preceding claim. 



wherein said one or more metal oxide is present 
on the carbonaceous adsorbent at from 1.5 to 30 
milligrams per gram of adsorbent. 
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